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A Guatemalan court ordered three high-ranking military officers to stand trial for the 1990 murder
of Guatemalan anthropologist Myrna Mack. Judge Henry Monroy ruled Jan. 28 that prosecutors had
presented enough evidence to warrant a trial. Included in the evidence is declassified information
supplied by the US government.
At the time of her death, Mack was investigating mass graves found where indigenous campesinos
massacred by the Guatemalan military were thought to be buried. The government at first
claimed Mack was killed in a black-market currency exchange. But after a controversial two-year
investigation and a trial marked by violence, death threats, and a succession of 12 presiding judges,
a court convicted Sgt. Noel de Jesus Beteta and sentenced him to 25 years in prison. Beteta worked
in the military-intelligence records department (see NotiCen, 07/17/91).
Since then, Mack's sister Helen and other human rights activists have insisted Beteta was ordered
to commit the murder by his military superiors. Under pressure from Guatemalan human rights
groups, the case has remained open under a 1994 ruling by the Supreme Court that the murder was
politically motivated.
The three officers now charged as the intellectual authors of the crime were at the time members of
the presidential guard. One of them, Gen. Edgar Augusto Godoy, was head of the guard. The other
two are Cols. Juan Valencia Osorio and Guillermo Oliva Carrera. This is the first case since the start
of the 36-year civil war in which high-ranking officers have been compelled to stand trial in a civilian
court for human rights violations. "It is a historic step for Guatemala in the fight against impunity,"
said Helen Mack, director of the human rights foundation named after her sister.
Material provided by the CIA may be used in the trial. Information provided by the US could aid
the prosecution's case. Just two days before the hearing in Judge Monroy's court, the US State
Department gave the Guatemala government declassified material implicating several officers in the
murder. Among those implicated were Gen. Francisco Ortega Menaldo and Lt. Gilardo Monterrosas
Escobar, intelligence officers working for the army's general staff in 1990. Neither officer has been
indicted.
The material revealed that the US government had information about a taped conversation in
which Beteta said he was ordered to kill Mack by a superior officer. The State Department said it
was releasing the material, a summary of diplomatic and intelligence files bearing on the case, "to
provide the Mack family lawyers and the Guatemalan government with an official US government
statement concerning the murder of Ms. Mack, which they might use in pending legal proceedings
there."
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The State Department did not explain the long delay in making the material available. Final
review of the documents relating to the case was completed in 1996. The US government's sudden
intervention in the case apparently surprised prosecutors and defense attorneys. Valencia's
lawyer asked, "Why is the US government getting involved in this case?" [Sources: The Miami
Herald, 01/26/99; NotiMex, 01/28/99; Associated Press, 01/29/99; Center for International Policy
(Washington), 01/31/99]
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